NEW YORK MEDICO-LEGAL SOCIETY. 


Stated Meeting, September 27, 1882. 

The regular meeting of the Society was held at Mott Memorial 
Hall Sept. 27th, the President, Mr. Clark Bell, in the chair. 
The attendance was large. Minutes of previous meeting were 
read and approved. Eleven new members were elected, and 
donations to the library announced. 

The paper of the evening was read by Dr. Graeme M. Ham¬ 
mond. It was entitled : “ On the proper method of executing the 
sentence of death by hanging.” 

On every occasion, said Dr. Hammond, that the executioner 
performs his duty upon criminals sentenced to be hanged by the 
neck until they are dead, the newpapers teem with sensational ac¬ 
counts, headed by the most agonizing phrases in large letters, of 
the terrible sufferings the executed individual is supposed to have 
undergone. 

Much ingenuity is expended in devising means for ensuring 
dislocation of the neck, the idea being entertained that if this is 
accomplished the executed person does not writhe or suffer, but 
dies without muscular contraction and without pain. The object 
of this paper is to enquire into the facts connected with the ques¬ 
tions alluded to, and to suggest the proper method of executing 
the death penalty by hanging. 

There are two distinct ways of causing death by the execution 
of individuals, according to our present methods. 

In the first, which is by far the oldest, the subject is strangled. 
The air is cut off from entering his lungs. The vessels of the 
neck, which carry the blood to the brain, are violently and sud¬ 
denly compressed. This was effected in early times by pulling 
the victim off of the ground by a rope, one end of which was fastened 
about his neck and the other thrown over the limb of a tree. At 
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a later period he was pushed off of a ladder placed immediately 
under the gallows, or placed on a cart which at a given signal was 
driven away, leaving him dangling in the air. In Turkey and 
other Eastern countries the bowstring is used. 

Two methods are employed to break the neck of the criminal. 
In the one he is lifted suddenly and with force from the ground. 
In the other he falls through a trap suddenly sprung. Death 
usually ensues by strangulation, but the process is a bungling and 
a tedious one. 

In the author’s opinion, it is neither necessary nor desirable that 
the neck should be dislocated, as efforts in that direction always 
lead to imperfections in securing rapid and certain strangulation, 
which is not only the speediest and most certain method of in¬ 
flicting capital punishment, but is at the same time totally pain¬ 
less. 

For the support of these views Dr. Hammond advanced the 
opinions and investigations of Bacon, Montegnac, Fleischman 
Taylor, and Tardieu. 

The author’s experience of strangulation may be stated as fol¬ 
lows : After being placed in a sitting position in a chair, a 
towel was passed around his neck and the ends twisted together. 
Of course with every twist of the towel very forcible compression 
was made on the entire circumference of the neck. There were 
no sensations of pain whatever, and in eighty seconds sensibility 
was completely abolished. On a second attempt sensibility ceased 
in fifty-five seconds. 

Dr. Hammond believes, from the consideration of his own 
symptoms and the investigations of others, that the proper and 
orderly way to execute the law in a person condemned to death 
by hanging, is to stand the individual on the ground, or upon a 
suitable platform, and to adjust the noose, which should be soft 
and flexible, carefully around his neck, below the larynx. Having 
arranged the noose properly, the condemned should be raised 
from the ground by pulling on the rope, which should pass over a 
pulley fixed to a beam above, and he should be allowed to hang 
for thirty minutes. Carried out in this manner an execution by 
hanging will be effectually and mercifully performed. 

A report of the Trustees was now read demonstrating obstruc¬ 
tive acts of the Treasurer of the Society, and directing him to pay 
certain bills that he had refused to pay. This report was adopted. 

A resolution requesting the resignation of the Treasurer was 
seconded and discussed. A second resolution, which was moved as 
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a substitute to the first, condemning the action of the Treasurer and 
also requesting his resignation, was finally referred to the Execu¬ 
tive Committee for action. 

The Society then proceeded to the election of Secretary in place 
of G. W. Welles, M.D., resigned. L. P. Holme, Esq., was unan¬ 
imously elected Secretary. The Chair announced that vol. 2 of 
the Society’s papers was completed and would shortly be ready 
for subscribers. 

The meeting then adiourned. 



